Screening for neural tube defects.
The birth prevalence of neural tube defects fell by 95% in England and Wales between 1970 and 1990 largely as a result of antenatal screening, subsequent diagnosis and selective abortion of affected pregnancies. Anencephaly can be diagnosed using ultrasound, whereas both amniotic fluid biochemistry and ultrasound are required for the diagnosis of spina bifida. Both methods have a false-positive rate of about two per 1000 when carried out in high-risk pregnancies. The diagnostic results are likely to be better if the two methods are used in parallel. Maternal serum alpha-fetoprotein screening at 16-18 weeks gestation can detect about 75% of pregnancies affected by spina bifida. Routine ultrasound anomaly screening, usually performed at 18-20 weeks gestation, can detect a similar proportion. New developments indicate that earlier, more accurate detection may be possible but more research will be needed before this can be established.